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Abstract 

Thomas Stearns Eliot had brought forth a new era with his magnum opus ‘The 

Wasteland’. Nostalgic of the gone time he carried great distaste for the present age and all 

endeavours of modernity. He pictured spiritual degeneration of humanity through stark 

references and rich symbols. He called the modern man a ‘wastelander’. He however carried 

a trace of hope for a rebirth which will purge the world and those who live in it. Such a 

wastelander can be seen reflecting in the character of ‘Siddhartha’ written by the German 

author Hermann Hesse. In his constant quest for enlightenment Siddhartha often slips into 

being a mere wastelander. By the end of the novel he craves for purgation and redemption. 

His journey and spiritual quest can be read as an echo of four parts of ‘The Wasteland’ 

respectively. This paper explores his journey in connection with the five parts. ‘Burial of the 

Dead’, ‘Game of Chess’, ‘The Fire Sermon’, ‘Death by Water’ and ‘What the Thunder Said’.  

 

Introduction 

 Siddhartha is the story of a youth who sets out to find the true knowledge or to attain 

Nirvana or enlightenment. He meets with the Samanas and spends nearly three years with 
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them but fails to learn more about Self. Siddhartha believes that the ultimate knowledge is to 

conquer the Self and kill its passions. He starts his journey as a dedicated devotee. But soon 

as the wheel of life he happens to have an awakening which makes him his own pupil. He 

decides to embrace his own Self than to flee from it. He sheds his spiritual self and goes off 

to embrace the material world which he had previously called as ‘illusion’. From there 

unfolds the life of ‘Siddhartha the Wastelander’. Spiritually dead, materialistically bound 

Siddhartha has in himself all qualities of a typical wastelander. As the novel progresses 

Siddhartha longs for spiritual rebirth similar to Tiresias in the end of ‘The Wasteland’. 

Siddhartha resounded the concept of ‘Dayadhvam’ during the dusk of his life. He understands 

the pain of others especially that of his own father. Through realizing the unity of the nature 

Siddhartha attains ‘Nirvana’.  

Each phase of Siddhartha’s life is studied by keeping Eliot’s ‘The Wasteland’ as a guide. One 

seems to adhere to the other. ‘Burial of the Dead’ portrays the spiritualists who recalls the 

lost spiritual glory. They hope and yearn for a spiritual rebirth. ‘Game of Chess’ comments 

on the futility of materialistic life which is narrow to all intends. People residing in the 

modern world are deeply troubled with worldly affairs and worries. ‘The Fire Sermon’ 

remarks the ideology of Buddha and St. Augustine. Both regards the destructive elements in 

life in terms of fire. It also talks about people turning in the gyre of sexuality and immorality. 

‘Death by Water’ talks about the wish to die or the thought of death. In ‘What Thunder Says’, 

the poet expresses his hope for rebirth and also puts forward three concepts from Veda for a 

life of fulfilment and also to attain Nirvana and redemption from the wasteland.  

 

Siddhartha the Wastelander  

A modern wastelander according to T.S. Eliot is he who is spiritually barren and has 

forsaken god and religion. He is in constant chase after the materialistic pleasures and burns 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019            409 

 

in the fire of sexuality and immorality. He has no emotional ties with anyone but himself. He 

rapes women and children and discards them, they are a couple who engage in a relationship 

forgetting about its divinity. 

Siddhartha, the kind and compassionate Brahmin monk is portrayed as a wastelander 

in second part of the novel. He decided to embrace his Self and the world that he had been 

calling an ‘Illusion’. He denounced all religious scriptures and teachings that he acquired till 

then. He erased all traces of spirituality and faith and stepped afresh into the world of 

pleasure and desire. He gambled, drank wine and had dancers at night to entertain his Self.  

The influence of materialistic world also started to reflect upon his character. “He was no 

longer kind-hearted to beggars”, “he no longer had the desire to give gifts and loans to the 

poor”. He became more hard and mean as time progressed. He earned much and lost much to 

gambling. “He stopped being a Samana in his heart”. All the values that once made him 

lovable and dependent were gone. He was reduced into the level of a living dead as he lost 

his faith in God and religion. On his way back from Jetavana grove, he declares that “I will 

no longer study Yoga-veda, Atharva Veda or asceticism, or any other teachings”. Thus he 

became indifferent to good and evil. He became the carrier of a spiritually degenerated soul. 

Eliot calls such spiritually degenerated souls as ‘rats’ in his poem.  “I think we are in rats’ 

alley where the dead men lost their bones” (Game of Chess). It shows the miserable state of 

men who are engulfed with worldly worries and fears. They are living dead according to 

Eliot. Their spiritual bareness has caused them to die before death appeared to them in real.  

Eliot also stresses the immorality and sexuality in this part as well. Siddhartha who used to be 

an ardent Brahmin devotee got indulged in sexual play with various women. He fell for the 

beauty of Kamala, the courtesan and visits her like every day. he changes his appearance 

from a rugged Samana to a well looking individual for her. She became his lover, his friend 

and his teacher. But he admits that he doesn’t truly loved her and nor did she. Their 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019            410 

 

relationship was only a game play. He spent his night with dancers in his home and had also 

toyed with the hearts of women. “To Carthage then I come”- in ‘The Waste Land’ implies 

that the people of wasteland are burning alive in the fire of sexuality. The story of the typist 

woman and her beloved (Fire Sermon) is relatable to that of Siddhartha and Kamala. Their 

love is mechanical and hardly that of a divine one. Before leaving Kamala and all his wealth, 

Siddhartha wonders “Were they not playing a game without an end?” 

 

Buddhism in Siddhartha and The Waste Land 

Buddhism had great influence upon Eliot. This part was named after the Fire Sermon 

delivered by Lord Buddha. Eliot also brought in St. Augustine and his work ‘Confessions’. 

Both of them regarded destructive elements of life in terms of fire. According to Buddha, if 

one needs to attain Nirvana, he must be free from all attachments and worldly pleasures. In 

the work ‘Siddhartha’, Buddha himself makes an appearance and delivers a sermon which is 

attended by both Govinda and Siddhartha himself. But Siddhartha finds flaws in the sermon 

delivered by Buddha. According to him, “it does not contain the secret of what the Illustrious 

One himself experienced- he alone among other hundreds of thousands”. According to 

Buddhism, the source of suffering is selfish desires. It’s quite ironic that right after hearing 

the sermon of the Illustrious One, Siddhartha chose that very path of selfishness and 

materialism devoid of spirituality and mindfulness and as a result he is seen burning in the 

fire of lust, greed, anger and illusion in Part II.  

 

Death and Lost Spirituality  

When Siddhartha returns back to the river after shedding the life of a materialist, he 

feels deep anguish at the thought of lost spiritual days and its glory. He feels a “terrible 

emptiness inside his soul”. There wasn’t any sin that he didn’t commit. His heart cries out for 
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a spiritual rebirth as there is nothing else in the world that can give him solace anymore. 

During the moments of hopelessness and despair he even thinks about death.  

“And dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief”  

“There is shadow under this red rock,  

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock)-  

Tiresias addresses the materialist in these lines. He says that materialism never offers a shade 

at the time of need. The only true shelter is that of the God. That becomes true when 

Siddhartha hears the holy ‘Om’ in his sleep. At the sound of it he realizes his “folly of his 

action”. He again falls asleep murmuring ‘Om’. When he wakes up he feels like he was 

“reborn in another form”. Siddhartha can also be compared to Stenson (Burial of the Dead). 

Anyone who refuses to face the truth can be called Stenson. Siddhartha during his 

materialistic days can be called as the same. Whenever his material life became nauseating 

and when the reality dawned upon him he “fled in confusion to wine, to passion”. 

 Siddhartha when he sheds the materialistic world and its pleasures descends to the status of 

an ordinary man by wishing for death. His mind runs constant thoughts about suicide. 

Siddhartha is symbolic of the modern wasteland and he wish to end the barren life and escape 

from its dark clutches. He thought to speak of death as “to spit out this stale wine, to make an 

end of this bitter, painful life”. He thought about jumping into the river and ending his life; 

“Might the fishes and crocodiles devour him; might the demons tear him to little pieces!”. It’s 

not in the nature of a spiritually educated man to consider suicide. But the worldly life or the 

modern wasteland had bored him to the last bit of his skin that he wanted to peel it off 

forever.  
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Death and Nirvana in Siddhartha 

In What the Thunder Said, Eliot expresses his hope for a rebirth and regeneration 

from the world of fear and anxiety. He puts forward the concepts of Brihadaranyaks 

Upanishads as a way of attaining Nirvana or enlightenment. They are Datta, Dayadhvam and 

Damyata; Give, sympathize and control respectively. Siddhartha has always been in a 

spiritual quest. He has been in search of knowledge which will unravel his soul before him. 

He practices the concept of Dayadhvam in the end of the novel. Dayadhvam means to unlock 

the self and feel others as well. 

 “Turn in the door once and turn once only,  

We think of the key, each in his prison”. 

 Siddhartha gets out of his Self and reflects upon the pain of others. He sympathizes at the 

spoilt nature of his son and feels deep anguish for him when he goes back into the city. 

Siddhartha for the first time thinks about the sorrow of his father who would have wept for 

his whole lifetime thinking about his son. He thinks about each individual whom he helps at 

the ferry and shares their pain and experiences. He laments the loss of his son for days until 

Vasudeva interrupts. His step of stepping into the shoes of others help Siddhartha get a 

clearer picture about the world and its joy, sadness and other emotions. He understands the 

unity of beings and thus attains Nirvana.  

 

Conclusion 

Siddhartha is a symbolic representation of the modern wasteland. He also resonates 

the idea that a rebirth is possible if one adheres to the path of spirituality and also by 

practicing the three ‘da’(s). There is a very close connection between the two works that both 

seems to share the same train of thought.  
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